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“The strategic task is thus not to reconstruct or salvage either identities or
differences, but to explore the possibility of moving beyond identity and its
dissolution into a different mode of thinking... that will not need to believe in
ideology as the extreme remedy for a dignified form of social and historical
existence, be it personal or collective.” - Alberto Moreiras

Various institutions in the United States have utilized oppressive systems in domestic and
international spaces to build up immigrants as dehumanized tools of labor. Unauthorized
immigrants (particularly from Mexico and Central America) have been classified legally and
socially as undeserving of space by hegemonic forces such as politicians, capitalists, and mass
media. These forces have aggressively tried to deny immigrants their dignity and human rights.
The obfuscation of rights and voice takes place when these larger institutions create systems to
separate human diversity and capitalize on the abjection of others. In this top-down perspective,
one gains a greater awareness of how broader socio-political systems interact to affect large
groups of people.
It is essential to recognize these structural obstacles because they provide the context for
how, when, and why individual experiences from marginalized populations can appear. In
migration, the placement of immigrant stories, experiences, and actions are typically articulated
within rules laid out by broader hegemonic forces. Social mechanisms of control like language
and labor help give hegemonic forces the reins of regulating narratives. Examining “on-theground” cultural objects – stories representing individuals within the marginal populations
affected by inequality – bring to light more perspectives outside of the usual avenues (and lack
thereof) of storytelling. The individual agency lost in the top-down view is suddenly pronounced
in the diverse representational cultural objects. The degrees of differences in language usage
between writers and speakers become increasingly significant in understanding individual
migration experiences. The effects of obscured institutions are real, present in everyday life, and
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can be seen tangibly. In these on-the-ground works, the humanity of migrants makes visible the
aspects of migration dehumanized by social structures.
Systems, institutions, hegemonic forces have distinguished definitions in spite of their
overlapping usage. ‘Systems’ refer to the all-encompassing constructed structure of neoliberal
capitalism which has become naturalized in the forms of discriminatory social norms (racism,
sexism, classism, any form of discrimination). ‘Institutions’ refer to the concrete establishments
which have been used to shape norms (politics, corporations, media). ‘Hegemonic forces’ refer to
the specific actors and their tactics to reinforce the institutions as the sole authorities of law and
order and reinforce systems as innate to humanity.
Migrant narratives exist in a world where their worth is balanced against appeals to
nonmigrants. Stories most aligned to the American Dream, where characters seek to be a part of
the social structures of the United States, are most likely to be received by wider/whiter audiences.
Opportunities to appeal to nonmigrants through inclusive, hospitable code-switching shows the
immense privilege nonmigrants hold on narratives that are not theirs. Whether or not an object is
told with conventional Western narrative tropes (so as to be relatable to nonmigrant audiences)
can be detrimental to the cultural reach of the piece. The intention of excluding nonmigrants to
reflect the constant exclusion migrants face can be lost when few outlets provide the space for
these targets. In trying to dismiss the systems, institutions, and hegemonic forces of oppression
altogether, migrant narratives can be rejected as unrealistic in their critiques. So some storytellers
must concede shades of nuance to simply get a narrative out.
To be able to bring about some clarity on the multiplicity of migrant narratives, I will
analyze some of their stories. I do this to reinforce the importance of the unseen and unrecognized
in narratives erased from the margins by institutions and hegemonic forces. Hopefully, it will be
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demonstrated that migrants and their stories do not need to be recognized by larger social
structures to be validated and thoughtfully supported.
In attempting to expose the system of inequality immigrants face in the United States,
there will be certain points where employing the same tactics used to limit migrant voices by
hegemonic forces will be utilized. These forces portray migrants as a dehumanized wave of labor
that has no emotion or feeling, as a population that is disposable, replaceable, and exploitable.
These forces feed off of erasing individuals by controlling simplified stereotypes and enforcing
categories of deserving and undeserving in social and political spheres. Although I critique the
uses of these dichotomies, it feels as though some of my arguments build up similar hierarchies.
Nevertheless, I will try to demonstrate this: As humans, we should instinctively lean towards
empathizing with the marginal without waiting for their reasoning or justification. In internalizing
the official narratives set forth by systems and hegemonic forces, we are all complicit in
naturalizing systems of oppression. To combat the diminishment of humanity, we must expect
and endorse the existence of unseen narratives from the margins.
Hybridity
Migrants fundamentally exist in a world of hybridity. In so many different shades does
hybridity exist in migration. Hybridity can refer to a mixture of characteristics of the human
experience such as languages, cultures, and identities (Polar, 2004). It can refer to the simultaneity
of varying elements (being considered ‘illegal’ in a place but remaining there nonetheless). Most
significantly, it can refer to the presence of existences within and without ties to authority
(Moreiras, 1999).
Regardless of legality, the inherent movement of migrants between space and community
means that their stories exist but are not recognizable to all the powers that be. Words adrift in the
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deserts or on the sea between borders, stories buried underneath bureaucratic language, or art
hidden from the sight of hegemons are unseen but subsist. These stories are no less important
because they are not visible or recognized by institutions as valid. It is in this hybridity – existing
but not seen, remaining when not allowed to remain, fusions of pieces of humanity – where
migrant narratives are found. It is vital to examine border narratives from the perspective of the
marginal, migrants in this instance, to understand systemic exploitation in the space of hybridity.
Here, we can see how pervasive the weight of the social ‘migrant’ label is in everyday life.
Because migrants dwell in-between spaces, they bring into question the stability of the
structures where they reside. For the systems of society to function as they currently do,
hegemonic forces try to instill cultural coherence to contain people and culture into a monolithic
state easily manipulated. To protect a “normal and healthy” culturally coherent public, hegemonic
forces must eliminate “foreign elements” (Sommer, 1) These elements include language, religion,
expression, and appearance.
The act of migration carries in many cultural components from various spaces,
undermining cultural coherence in society. Institutions try to abolish anything outside of the set
norms, but they cannot completely destroy all “foreign elements” from society. Instead,
hegemonic forces will fight to control the narratives of these elements to reestablish their own
dominance. The contested power of narratives between the institutions and the “foreign” directly
relates to the hegemonic forces in the United States and the social integration of immigrants. We
need to see how migrant and border narratives are constructed, for whom they are marketed, and
how they display their critiques of systemic inequality.
Media portrayals of migrants reinforce the invisibility and/or need for visibility of migrant
perspectives. The media dictates what is remembered by people, what is considered history, and
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what should be forgotten. “The border zone” is, in part, how capitalism has monopolized the
image of the migrant, so cultural objects about the border zone expose the power of capitalism.
While some objects provide the often-ignored voice of migrants in their own stories, others can
reinforce the deserving/undeserving dichotomy.
To appeal to the larger, whiter liberal audience, some stories are to reflect the themes of
U.S. protest and history. Although the alteration of narratives keeps these stories in the popular
consciousness and provides a base-level form of representation for Latines, it comes at a price. It
further alienates parts of the migrant population that don’t fit into that stereotypical portrayal and
limits the options of protest that are available and acceptable in the United States.
On (Il)legality
Those that make the journey into the United States have the legal designations of
“immigrant” imposed upon them. Legal terms hold significant weight on the social incorporation
of migrants. Whether they are “lawful residents,” “unauthorized aliens,” “asylum seekers” or any
other variation of certified terms for their existence in their new country, migrant alienation stems
from these labels and can be detrimental to their presence in society. In popular discourse, these
terms of legality are the predominant status of identifying migrant worth. We can see how legality
is a continual perpetuation of alienation even in its complexity.
Gloria Anzaldua in her book Borderlands/La Frontera describes how systemically
migrants have their agency taken from them - through historical colonization and displacement,
the imposition of new cultural expectations, and maltreatment socially. Making migrants build
questions of self-identity and labels, the systems of inequality drive large divides into which aspect
of culture migrants are allowed to keep (from the top-down perspective) to preserve the power of
hegemonic forces. Institutions make survival for the marginal dependent on access to resources
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and space. This is especially true in the landscape of immigration. Being able to achieve higher
education opens up undocumented young adults to better systems of support and economic
opportunities (although these are far from guaranteed.) Geographic locations can be essential or
detrimental to migrant success since localized immigration policies can restrict the rights and
abilities for migrants to participate in society. Quicker linguistic and cultural assimilation to
whiteness can build more powerful networks. Institutions and hegemonic forces construct and
then restrict migrant narratives to “legal”/ “illegal” or deserving/undeserving to pit the marginal
against one another.
There are many factors that can indicate how someone with (undocumented) migrant
status will move through society. It is important to see these distinctions not as complete erasure
to undocumented-ness, but as a realistic picture of what living as an undocumented migrant
means. Master status is the identities/characteristics that are more socially relevant to different
modes of incorporation. Being undocumented and/or migrant are master statuses in that they have
been constructed to fundamentally dictate a person’s movement through society. Auxiliary traits
are the characteristics that come from internal biases that “logically” make the master status make
sense. Latines being tied with migrants is an auxiliary trait. Because of the differences in access
to many services and communities between migrants of all ages and citizenship statuses, even the
master status can be experienced differently by these populations (Gonzales and Burciaga, 179).
The Latino Threat Narrative places all brown immigrants as economic invaders unwilling
to assimilate (Chavez). While this racialized construction places brown immigrants as the
outsiders, it also orders racial hierarchies among other immigrants. Still, because of the expansive
reach of the synonymy of “undocumented,” “illegal,” and migrant, segments of the migrant
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population have great support and community. This leaves other segments of the population
lacking structural care.
DACA status allows for some undocumented youth to access opportunities and work
through their presumed innocence. The narrative arc that DREAMers didn’t have a choice when
crossing the border illegally works to distinguish migrants by age, ability, and criminality. DACA
status reinforces the categories of illegality since, to obtain DACA once must be in good moral
standing with the law. While gaining access to opportunities through DACA is crucial for some
migrants, it perpetuates a system that antagonizes other migrants. DACA maintains its flaws of
inaccessibility, but it does provide recipients with some stability, community, and structural
support.
The master status of being migrant does not automatically equate all migrants. Instead, the
auxiliary traits (such as documented/undocumented, educated or not, urban/rural, Latine or not)
layers with master status to impact social incorporation. Still, all migrants face a precarious and
vulnerable position since these statuses can be changed at any moment by hegemonic forces.
The migrant experience is a master status since this identity powerfully shapes access and
rights to those that hold the title. It is complicated due to the auxiliary traits of education, place,
DACA status, and race/ethnicity. While access to rights is still a purgatory for migrants, the
framework constructed by hegemonic forces to segment pathways to social access becomes
visible in this treatment of this marginal population.
Still, there are glimmers of hope within this bleakness. One way in which migrants are
taking control of this framework is by reclaiming their identities and utilizing illegality as a
strategy. The system of deserving/undeserving, youth are more generally viewed as deserving of
sympathy, attention, and resources. It should be noted that this deservingness is not secured nor

Border Stories: Reconstructing Migrant Narratives and Empathy for the Marginal

Gaeta 7

is it constant, and impositions of criminality by other auxiliary traits still apply. Nevertheless,
many youth have begun advocating for their parents in light of the age-limited acceptability of
migrants. With their privileged positions, DACA recipients have condemned the previous
standards of tolerability and demanded more security for themselves and their parents. In trying
to utilize the structure of the system in their activism, migrants can reclaim their titles and space.
Like Moreiras described, “hegemonic politics can always abolish some subalternates but
can never abolish them all - it needs them as that upon which it constitutes itself” (392). Migrants
existence is necessary for the system to continue because they are scapegoated and taken
advantage of. Because of their precarity, migrants seldom have the opportunity to advocate for
themselves through the state channels. Still, when opportunities arise to call out institutions for
their mistakes, it is engaging to witness migrants with just a bit more privilege battle for more
access on behalf of their less accepted neighbors.
Isolation in Illegality
Mexican and Central American migrants exist in a world constructed by capitalistic crisis.
Due to the United States’ dominance in the global marketplace, the wide-reaching grasp of various
political and economic markets in Latin America has violently manipulated the flows of
migration, uprooting communities and creating circumstances that motivate the decision to
migrate (Fojas, 2017). The ascendency of the United States’ socioeconomic hold on Latin
American communities occurs through greater hegemonic institutional forces such as legislation,
mainstream media, and capitalist colonization, otherwise known as the Immigration Industrial
Complex [IIC] (Golash-Boza, 2009). These forces conspire together to inundate migration –
particularly undocumented migration – into the United States and exploit those in the process of
movement for their own gain.
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Though it is a fraction of their total journey of migration, it is indisputable that the
movement across physical space which migrants face is laborious. Yet many nonmigrants cannot
truly comprehend the physical and mental tolls of migration on the same scale as those who have
experienced it. Cultural objects discussing immigrant narratives can help to expose many versions
of the all too often ignored realities of these journeys. Because these cultural objects (COs) are
interpreted as representations of stories or themes to reflect life, the information they provide for
the public deeply influences the general social understanding of the immigrant experience. In
terms of immigration, COs inhabit this world of crisis where labor is extracted, and humanity is
erased. These COs uncover the crisis symbolically (through events the characters endure) as well
as pointedly (through the antagonists). It is necessary to examine these COs that are within the
public consciousness with a critical lens so that the nuances of these stories can be applied to the
citizens’ understanding of immigration.
The focus of this paper on mainly “illegal” migration stems from the fact that most COs
about migration in the U.S. center on undocumented migration. It must be noted, however, that
the vast majority of migration into the U.S. is documented and many Latin American immigrants
have some form of regularized immigration status (Pew Research Center, 2018). On the topic of
illegality, it is pertinent to note the following: a) No human being is “illegal” – the term is a
construct born in the United States’ immigration system to criminalize people that cross into the
country without specific permissions by the U.S. government; b) Not all immigrants are “illegal”
or unauthorized. The majority of the foreign-born population in the United States – 76% as of
2016 – are lawfully permitted (López et al, “Key findings about U.S. immigrants”). However, the
context of many COs investigated in this project reflects a constant narrative well established in
the anti-immigrant lobby – immigrants are unacceptable in public space.
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One of the inherent consequences of migration is spatial and emotional isolation from
culture, community, and security. Isolation occurs in each of the many nonlinear steps of
migration: the decision-making process, the physical movement across land, the arrival to another
country or deportation from it, and the attempts to stay in or leave the host country. In COs,
immigrant motives for moving north centralize around the idea of upward mobility (seen in the
“to have a better life” mentality nearly every immigrant character possesses), and this drive
requires an emission from the world they know. The situations that COs present demonstrate
migration as physically, mentally, and emotionally strenuous.
In each of the COs that will be discussed, the migrant characters face varying levels of the
intrinsic isolation of illegality which places them in abjectivity (Gonzales & Chavez, 2012;
Basaran, 2008). This cultural abjectivity enforces alienation and contemptibility on immigrants
by citizens of the host country. The cases in which immigrants are better received are when they
are able to assimilate to the culture quickly and able to provide the powerful with exploitable
labor, but still they are impeded from interacting in other forms outside of their work if they are
undocumented, which shapes the movement and communication of migrants in space (Gonzales,
2017; McDowell & Wonders, 2009).
Yet what this culture of intrinsic illegality does not address is the hegemonic institutional
forces that invoke migration in the first place. These forces take shape in the Immigration
Industrial Complex (IIC) – a constantly occurring juxtaposition of anti-immigrant legislative
moves orchestrated by politicians, exploitive business interests in foreign and domestic spaces,
and media pundits that absorb capital by polarizing migration (Golash-Boza, 2009). Although the
IIC derives from the post-September 11th attitudes of immigration, this framework exposes the
historical structural manipulation of individual migrant behavior.
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In COs, we can see how these greater forces direct the movement of immigrants clearly in
the methods of passage taken: train hopping, desert crossing, crawling through sewers, usage of
false documentation, in the role of coyotes. These blatant examples of border crossing allude to
the unseen institutions that force undocumented migration to occur (DeGenova, 2013).
Communication becomes transactional or non-existent entirely. Socializing becomes a risk for
fear of capture, deportation, or abuse by enforcement, or violence at the hands of traffickers.
Access to public space is obstructed by the threat of harm. Although the COs follow individual
characters and their journeys, it becomes obvious that the greater hegemonic institutional forces
systematically chip away at the characters until silence and solitude remain.
Isolation from - Culture
In the film El Norte (1982), indigenous Mayan siblings Enrique and Rosa are forced to
leave their pueblo in Guatemala to “El Norte,” or the promised land of the United States. This
departure comes as an abrupt decision made by Enrique after their parents are captured by the
Guatemalan para-military whose purpose is to seize the indigenous population and their land for
the Guatemalan government. As Enrique and Rosa make their way north, they are continually
harassed by Mexicans and other immigrants for their Mayan heritage, and by Border Patrol for
their Latinness. As Enrique and Rosa successfully enter the U.S. and begin their new lives, they
shed their native roots to assimilate better with their new surroundings, yet even this assimilation
cannot protect them from outside factors.
This film is exemplary in its portrayal of isolation from culture. Both Enrique and Rosa
throughout the film are presented with events in which their agency to maintain culture is
threatened or taken away completely. One of the most prominent instances is through The
American Dream. Portrayed in the scene with the American magazine, the quintessential image
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of America puts Enrique and Rosa’s existence at odds with an imagined reality. Although their
parents try to distract them with their reality in the pueblo – chores still needing to be done,
relationships needed to be maintained – the constant picture of this heavenly United States is
always present. The dissonance between the two cultures makes Enrique more prone at first to
distance himself from his native culture.
The appearance of the Guatemalan Civil War in the characters’ lives evolves this isolation
from conceptual to tangible. The war came as a consequence of the 1954 Guatemalan coup
sanctioned by the United States. Because the democratically elected leftist president was seen as
a threat to capitalism, the United States’ C.I.A. backed a coup d’état and implemented a dictator
as Guatemala’s leader. The war, a three-decade attempt at social liberation for Guatemalan
peasants, became a conflict of cultures between the Guatemalan government (which the paramilitary represented) and the indigenous communities (our Mayan protagonists). Given this
context, there is an innate estrangement from culture. To be labeled as indigenous places a target
upon the protagonists’ head. However, it is not until the para-military invade and plunder the
pueblo that it is truly apparent that Enrique and Rosa are ripped away from their heritage. The
actions of the mercenaries completely erase the native culture (one of communal living) from their
home by extracting every indigenous person from the pueblo. This direct attack causes the siblings
to hide away and seek escape routes, lest they are assaulted like their family and community.
The war on culture continues north. Mexicans are quick to establish the deviation from the
norm that indigenous Guatemalans represent - particularly the naiveté of their beliefs and darkness
of their skin. Even within the creation of the characters, Enrique and Rosa are portrayed with
childlike qualities of gullibility which contribute to their acceptance of certain situations such as
when the initial coyote offers to take them across the border, then intends to rob them. The film
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portrays these indigenous characters as fallible in what seems to be a plea for sympathy on the
part of the audience yet contributes to the same pigeonholing non-indigenous characters show.
Because Enrique and Rosa do not know what awaits them, they seem to hope for the best and take
certain opportunities with little doubt, reinforcing the naivety stereotype that is affixed on their
culture.
This treatment of the characters’ culture modifies how the characters present themselves
in subsequent scenes. When they are first approached by Immigration and Naturalization Services
on the U.S.-Mexico border, Enrique and Rosa pose as Mexicans (or the stereotype of one - angry,
fast-talking, cursing) so they will not be deported back to their home country. At the restaurant in
the U.S. that Enrique is eventually hired, he is automatic in his response to his homeland “Oaxaca”
and is accepted by his coworker who is a Mexican immigrant. Rosa, at her housekeeping job,
quickly follows the lead of her coworker, Nacha, and gets a makeover to appear more
Americanized. Both Rosa and Enrique enroll in English classes to better communicate with their
employers in their new country.
In each of these matters, Rosa and Enrique shed their culture to assimilate to the more
“acceptable” version of Latine in the United States. Though this assimilation is delineated as an
effort to consolidate resources, since the siblings are building their network and wealth as they go
along the story, the basis and persistence of this narrative are striking for two reasons. First, it
emphasizes the burdensome power the United States maintains on every aspect of an immigrant’s
existence. From the departure from the home country to the struggles of justifying their presence
in nearly every space, Enrique and Rosa’s assimilation is a constant reminder that they and the
culture they come from are not welcome in the world in their natural forms.
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Second, the seemingly eager adoption of this acceptable version of Latine by Rosa and
Enrique is undercut by undocumented status and its socioeconomic outcomes. Despite Enrique
and Rosa independently constructing their own ecology of support (Enrique through his upwards
mobility at work and Rosa through her friendship with Nacha) they are not immune to the
consequences of their illegal crossing. La Migra showing up at Enrique’s place of work forces
him to be exiled from the stability he built. The illness Rosa contracts after being attacked by rats
during their border crossing go unaddressed until it is too late for her to receive proper treatment.
Due in part to the fact that neither Enrique nor Rosa are able to access the legal pathways of
immigration, their attempt at assimilating to the nation is proven to never completely work. Their
identity as Mayan Guatemalans and their statuses as undocumented, imposed upon them by the
push/pull factors of immigration, always serves to undercut any social advancement they may
have reached.
As El Norte illustrates, a significant piece of the migration process is isolation from
culture. Exemplified with this case of indigenous migrants, one’s cultural heritage can be targeted
from the start of the migration process and continually processed through the system of obligated
assimilation until only fractions of the original culture remain. Because of the hold these
hegemonic institutional forces have on every aspect of the habitation of space (in this case: both
the Guatemalan and United States governments and enforcement bodies; the image of The
American Dream portrayed in the media and world around the protagonists; and the labor
demands which place Enrique and Rosa in their unsteady jobs) to maintain culture as they knew
is improbable.

Isolation from - Community
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To delve into the idea of networks as a means of security for migrants, it is evident that
the state apparatus can deeply affect how people interact with one another and the world around
them. The sociopolitical connotation of certain identities such as “indigenous” and “immigrant”
can be detrimental to these networks in situations that are perilous like the movement across
borders. This form of community can be difficult but necessary to successfully make the journey,
in these cases, to the United States. Regardless of the care one puts into creating or maintaining
their community, these networks are not exempt from drastic alterations by the circumstances
faced.
La jaula de oro (2013) is a film that follows the journey of four teenagers on their way to
the United States from Guatemala. Juan, Sara, and Samuel are the original protagonists that try to
migrate to the U.S. together, but the addition of Chauk, a Tzotzil native, illustrates varying
experiences community migration facilitates as well as how community changes throughout the
journey. As travel across the lands of Guatemala and Mexico begins, it is apparent that Juan, Sara,
Samuel, and Chauk create a form of found family - individuals that by chance and necessity
maintain their community to get through hardship. However, this forged community is undone by
the hegemonic institutional forces after various events to the point that the remaining character,
Juan, is stripped of community altogether.
At the beginning of the film, Juan, Sara, and Samuel are presented as long-time friends.
Although none of these characters speak for the first 15 or so minutes of the film, their bond is
apparent through their actions: glances at one another to mark their departure, helping each other
through physical barriers, the wordless understanding that Sara must disguise herself as a boy for
safety. Any connection to their hometown/country is not apparent as each of the characters seem
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to simply walk away. This disconnect to their physical homes is replaced in the group’s social
community shaped by their loyalty to one another.
Juan, the unofficial leader of the group, takes managerial responsibility of their small
community and at times speaks on behalf of Sara and Samuel. This can be seen as a way to protect
the group since Juan is the lighter-skinned male and seems to know where they are going.
However, Juan’s leadership becomes a point of contention when Chauk, another teenage boy they
encounter on one of the many train hopping expeditions, enters the picture. Chauk’s indigeneity
makes Juan immediately distrustful, with Juan judging Chauk based off of stereotypes. Sara’s
fascination and inclusion of Chauk in the group increases Juan’s distrust of him.
The dynamic between Juan and Chauk is significant for multiple reasons. One of the most
apparent is the social distinction between Guatemalan citizens and natives. Like in El Norte, the
indigenous character is perceived poorly by the non-native characters because of previously held
beliefs based on stereotypes. In this case, the language barrier between Chauk and the rest of the
group makes Juan treat him as unintelligent. This is exasperated by the fact that Sara finds Chauk
fascinating and she is eager to learn Chauk’s language and to teach him Spanish. Juan understands
this to be a threat to his relationship with Sara, which causes him to continually push Chauk away
from the group.
The strain between Chauk and Juan also represents the power dynamics and hierarchies
inherent in society reaffirmed in this small community. Because of Juan’s identities as a lighterskin non-indigenous male, he already has some social clout over the rest of his group. Assuming
the leadership role within the group lets Juan take advantage of this authority over the others on
an invisible pecking order. Outside of this community that has been created by the four teens, the
strong influence that Juan has is diminished because of his age, Latinness, and non-regularized
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status. Nevertheless, he reimposes similar assumptions that the state apparatus has enacted over
society and tries his hardest to push out a weak link – Chauk. This alienates Sara, who tries her
hardest to include Chauk in the community.
It is not until Samuel and Sara leave the group and Chauk saves Juan’s life that they truly
regard each other as companions. Samuel’s voluntary departure after their deportation from
Mexico and Sara’s forced exit by sex traffickers damage Juan’s ability to lead effectively. Juan
initially takes his anger out on Chauk after Samuel’s departure – further isolating Sara from the
group – but when he is physically injured trying to save Sara from being trafficked, Chauk cares
for him. With the community initially created by Juan, Sara, and Samuel effectively diminished
due to internal and external factors, the two remaining protagonists reform a community without
the previously held dynamics of authority. Instead, both Chauk and Juan look out for one another
as they continue their journey.
The final instance showing how hegemonic institutional forces impede community comes
in the finishing moments of the film. As Chauk and Juan successfully cross the border into the
deserts of the southern United States, they walk silently side-by-side until Chauk is abruptly shot
and killed. Juan tries to wake Chauk but as shots continue to ring out, he is forced to leave Chauk’s
body and continue to run through the unvaried desert. Chauk’s death in this scene is a signal of
the often-unseen vigilantes on the U.S. side of the border who take the law into their own hands
and murder border crossers.
These vigilantes epitomize the consequence of the dehumanization of migrants the IIC
generates in their decision to murder humans because of constructed borders. They portray the
sudden rupture of communities that immigrants must face. By understanding the culture of
criminality which immigrants find themselves in and the fragility existing in a world of illegality
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causes, it becomes clear that community as a means to cope with migration can be forcefully taken
from migrants.
Isolation from - Security
Living as an immigrant separates a person from security. It is impossible to completely
live securely when existence in a certain space is seen as unlawful and/or unwanted. Many
migrants, particularly those that are unauthorized, find themselves in the United States without
access to essentials such as housing, job, food, and health securities. Other forms of support such
as family, food, and spiritual practice can be denied for some migrants due to the reach of the
hegemonic institutional forces. These forces intentionally highlight the illegality of migrants and
restrict the concept of safety afforded to noncitizens. In the space between leaving home and
entering into the United States, the separation from security becomes much more apparent.
In Lake Los Angeles (2014), the comfort and safety of family or friends are fleeting until
they are completely absent. The characters of Cecilia and Francisco seek comfort n themselves
and their actions. They have small moments every so often where they seek comfort by speaking
to inanimate objects as replacements for real people. Cecilia speaks to her little snowglobe with a
figure of a fisherman. She tells him stories and sings to him as if he were her child. Francisco
speaks letters into a recording device, making notes for his wife and children in Cuba. However,
these small comforts are taken away from the main characters. Cecilia finds her snowglobe broken
after the abandoned house where she squats was taken over by some other people. Francisco
receives a letter from his wife, who has not heard from him in months. The letter describes how
Francisco’s wife and kids have grown past the need of Fransisco, and ends with the wife telling
him she’s leaving him.
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Even in these spaces they inhabit, these characters are isolated from others in similar
situations. Because Francisco is a part of the coyote transportation cycle, all the people in his
immediate life are either work associates in a notorious trade or are migrants coming and going
quickly out of his life. Cecilia, being an unaccompanied minor, does not have much of a network
or world to connect to once she’s made the journey north. The small pieces of comfort that these
characters find is taken from them, increasing their feelings of insecurity.
Major internal transformation occurs as a consequence of migration. In many migration
narratives, network and community can bring stability to the unsteady journey. As we saw with
La jaula de oro, the continual stripping of this community breaks down the ability to clearly
achieve the goal. The teenagers that left their home were not the same as the one who arrived.
When one is isolated from these last forms of comfort, they have further been ripped away from
themselves.
Makina, the main character in Signs Preceding the End of the World, demonstrates this
isolation from stability in identity. Initially, Makina is extremely stable in her choices and in her
life. She wants for nothing and utilizes her abilities to help the people in her town. Her command
of three languages (“native tongue,” “Latin tongue,” and “new tongue”) brings her prestige and
gives her some reason to stay where she is. She uses her language to pass messages between
people and their contact on the Other Side. She has no desire to leave her life in the village, and
she knows that to leave could mean to get lost in another world – to lose one’s real self. This is
made more ominous by the characterization of Makina’s brother who migrated North to find
riches and stories but only ever returned home “in the form of two or three short notes” (Herrera,
30).
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When Makina is tasked with sending a message to her brother, she sets off using her
network to find the best way across the border and back. While she is given other tasks by the
suspicious, underworldly side characters, her main problem quickly becomes the coldness and
distance from what she knows. Her skills help her only slightly in the new world, and she is often
left freezing while she wanders the streets of where she believes her brother was. After Makina
completes her journey, delivering the message to her brother who dismisses it and continues to
live in the allegorical United States, Makina is left stripped from her self, unable to completely
return home the way she left. The concluding moments of the novel show Makina receiving a new
identity in the form of unauthorized papers and new skin.
The last form of security is oneself, and even that cannot be protected in the current
treatment of migrants. Any objects of comfort, community, and security in these narratives are
restricted or stolen by forces outside of the migrants' control. When storytellers and characters
like those in these cultural objects truly have an interest in examining the perspectives of migrants,
the truly horrific realities of migrant experiences come to light. It is challenging to examine works
with such an eye to authenticity for different reasons. This presentation of narratives calls out the
complicity of nonmigrant audience members in this system of illegality. However, it also forces
the pain and trauma of migration to be showcased for the audience. This partially occurs to
maintain audience attention, as well as to demonstrate the humanity of migrants. Nevertheless,
these forms of narratives are subverting recognized tropes of migrant stories to diversify the
cultural understandings of immigrants.
Spanglish Logic
Politics and affect come together in linguistics. Language is not singular and perfect. It
does not demand a stasis or a legitimizing elite institution to recognize its authenticity (Sommer,
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1). It may, however, demand critical thought and discomfort from its originality. Bi- and
multilingualism fulfills (and thrives) as a form of useful communication and in denying the variety
that many languages can add into any singular language/community, we risk losing growth and
substance.
Power in language control is complex. On the one hand, much of language is imposed by
the structure of European grammar through institutions like education. This enforcement of
language can disenfranchise many from explicating their own experiences with language because
they do not fit with the white supremacist binaries. On the other hand, storytellers who manage to
work around the imposition of language structures and play with tactics of isolation put forth by
hegemonic forces to put forth critique. Although all storytellers work under white supremacy,
their unique perspectives and performances of identity in this system bring further complications
to migrant narratives.
Societal ideas of cultural coherence present conflicting stances on the use of language.
One theory of Cultural Coherence suggests that a monocultural state is the “normal and healthy
state” which must be protected by eliminating or forcing out foreign elements such as “foreign”
language(s). Another theory suggests that we have outgrown such simple assumptions of cultural
identity, and we must get used to the messiness. We can better comprehend the usage of Spanglish
in these narratives by examining the theories of cultural coherence.
Hegemonic forces in the United States enforce the monocultural state of theory #1
especially in terms of language. Here, the very idea - not even the practice - of bilingualism brings
about discomfort and fear of outsiders. Such as Sommer points out, “In top-down systems,
bilingualism is a dangerous supplement that signals lateral codes and cagey moves in and out of
them” (10). Monolingual and monocultural societies are held in high regard to systems and
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institutions because they are tied to patriotism. When elites in society are deciding group
belonging, any threat to their authority from the outside must be attacked. Bilingualism in these
spaces becomes a “choice between languages” as well as cultures and people. There is then the
assumption that a question of loyalty for a bilingual person will occur if there is a conflict between
two states. These institutions reinforce “us vs. them” rhetoric in labor, politic, and social life by
systematically denying expressions of multiculturalism such as language is spoken and written.
At times when multilingualism is recognized by hegemonic forces such as the state, the
weight of its use is compared to its market/capital value. It can be used to bring an establishment
closer to a global network of capitalist connections which will bring about profit. In art,
bilingualism can be considered as valid and non-threatening though only specific languages and
formulas that protect monocultural elites from questioning their position too much.
With language as one form of trying to expose these layers of variation, the use of
Spanglish is fundamental for migrants, for children of migrants, for Latines who, like me, are
inherently tied to migration even if we ourselves never experienced the transnational move. The
use of Spanglish as a means of communication just differs completely from speaker to speaker to
create new meaning. There are writers like Giannina Braschi who write lines in different
languages. Writers like Ilan Stavans meld words from both languages together to establish new
emotions. Writers may use very colloquial terms, use slang, in order to emphasize exclusively for
the in-crowd. It's meant for the people who know, and these people are more likely to be connected
to migration. Those who are not in this in-crowd are alienated. The point, then, it in its
intentionality. If you're not in this in-crowd, then you kind of know how it feels, just a little bit, to
be an immigrant. To be seen as 'other.' A small-scale replication of society.

Border Stories: Reconstructing Migrant Narratives and Empathy for the Marginal

Gaeta 22

This form of communication is radical in its rejection of the institutions and their attempts
at legitimizing their own authority. It allows speakers to build privacy as well because it's saying,
"I don't need to be recognized by you, Institution, in order to exist or to say I exist." The point is
in the limitation of access to full comprehension. It is to establish the group outside of the citizen.
It is not natural to build walls of exclusivity, yet this society demands these barriers. The artistic
use of Spanglish for these migrant experiences replicates versions of that exclusivity which
migrants feel. While this reflects the tactics of exclusion by institutions, it does so to demonstrate
isolation to the reader/audience. The notable distinction in writers excluding the nonmigrant and
the system excluding the migrant is the intense power differential.
Because Spanish and Spanglish are not monolithic languages, neither should be solely tied
to set comprehensions of narratives. Community building between Spanglish speakers and their
audience really can be effective in exposing white supremacy or complacently participating in it.
Within the academy, Spanglish is not treated as a legitimate and diverse language as much as it
needs to be. Typically, it is fetishized and considered an “uneducated” language because it is used
so casual and untethered in its use by Latines predominantly in the United States. There are also
the aspects of isolation the reader can feel when not completely understanding the text as given.
Various authors utilize different types of Spanglish to prove their point. Some authors
intentionally bring along the non-Spanish-speaking audience with them, while others make it a
point to reject any sort of commonality between the two languages. Still, it is important to
demonstrate these sides
Firmat’s “Dedication” in Bilingual Blues reflects a distinction between speaker and
audience. The narrator is clearly speaking to the reader, holding them accountable for perpetuating
systemic oppression and not bothering to extend the empathy with the speaker:
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“The fact that I
am writing to you
in English
already falsifies what I
wanted to tell you.
My subject:
how to explain to you
that I
don’t belong to English
though I belong nowhere else,
if not here
in English.”
The storyteller must use the politics of language, identity, and ethnicity to (a) decide what
they want to say, (b) determine what audience their story is intended for, and/or (c) mediate which
language(s) to use to best convey their message. The speaker and the listener do not have to be
different entities altogether – a speaker can be talking to themselves – but when a foreign audience
enters the picture their perspective necessarily is taken into account to analyze the original
message.
An example of this can be seen in Firmat’s poem “My Struggle.” Here, the speaker laments
their experience speaking with a non-Spanglish speaker. Accents can impede lines of
communication and the speaker can become tired of trying to speak through accent and only
decides the struggle is worth it for special occasions. Here, the politics of space are shown in the
space it takes to be heard clearly.
The use of Spanglish where the speaker “switches” from one language to another one
depends on how the speaker feels conveying themselves given their expanded vocabulary. These
seemingly natural decisions making processes take place in varying contexts: 1) when the speaker
will casually use all phrases at their disposal; 2) when the speaker is more mindful of what
message needs to be displayed. The use of Spanglish be can isolating in the fact that monolingual
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(English or Spanish) and bilingual (Spanglish) speakers can be kept from full comprehension
based on dialects and slang of where the speaker comes from.
“Don Quixote en Spanglish” and “Pelos en la lengua” demonstrate the speaker’s command
of their message. Don Quixote (and Stavans’ summary of the characters’ pre-adventure) provides
a great example of this in his decision to rename himself, his horse, and his intended lover. Instead
of living within the binary of life, Alonso Quixano renames himself, Don Quixote de la Mancha,
to provide purpose for his life. The decision-making process of choosing names is, of course,
influenced by the characters’ experiences and desires to replicate the grandiosity of his heroes
(fictional knights). Stavans’ Spanglish translation/summation of Don Quixote is a replication of
the language-swapping process in a way. Using English and Spanish words is influenced by
Stavans’ comprehension of the world and language, and the finished product communicated
(outside of the binary of language) demonstrates the influence experience has on a speaker.
“To be or not to be… un semicolon entre la independencia y la estadidad.”
(Braschi, 50)
Braschi places Spanglish through both worlds not as a stagnant form between the binaries
of language but as an “idle dog crossing the bridge between north and south.” It can be a
performance - a dance. Her usage of Spanglish is distinct in that her colloquialisms are very tied
to her native tongues. She brings in the most confrontational texts, I believe because they do not
inherently bring in the readers perspective into the fray. Instead, Braschi sets up a critique of the
logic between the two languages and how, truly, they do not have to be so different but one must
deeply be familiar with both to completely understand.
Between various writers, a continuum of Spanglish can be made to discuss (in)hospitable
texts. Writers like Junot Díaz and Sandra Cisneros create arguably the most hospitable work with
their Spanglish. Both utilize context clues with their Spanish so the reader can infer the meaning
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of words or phrases if they are not familiar with the language. This Spanglish is hospitable because
it is performative, it is very open to broader audiences to draw them in and demonstrate the
humanity of migrants while heavily utilizing nonmigrant language (English) to maintain attention.
Stavans also provides an example of hospitable Spanglish use. By melding together the words and
grammar of both languages, Stavans represents a fluidity available for many to comprehend, if
with a bit more critical thought. Firmat and Braschi provide the best examples for inhospitable
texts. Firmat’s inclusion of the audience is meant only as a means of addressing non-Spanish
speakers’ complicity in perpetuating violence on the interpersonal level. His usage of the body
and movement with his words are universal and draw in readers who are more apt to being
addressed by calling out. Braschi’s experiments with colloquialisms and emphasis on the logic of
the languages display inhospitality in the sense that the languages confront one another for an
outsider from one pole to the other. A reader should be fairly attentive and knowledgeable of
regional differences to understand this Spanglish, or else they will be required to confront their
own ignorance.
Water Imagery
“Agua pa’ la gente no es agua que se vende / It’s goin’, it’s goin’, they’re takin’
it ‘cause it’s flowin’” – (Hip Hop Hoodios 31).
Themes of water as frozen and flowing imagery. Frozen water seems to be the omen of
dreams in these texts. Snow is associated, in part, with the achievement of passage to the North.
Juan lives Chauk’s dream of experiencing snow at the very end of La jaula de oro; Cecilia’s snowglobe is a safe-haven for her, where she can speak her desires into reality; One of Makina’s first
interactions after crossing the border is experiencing snow while passing through the mountains.
In each of these experiences, the protagonists link with snow (a seemingly new thing for them) as
a dream of the North, an imagined safe haven, an isolating, quiet yet comforting coldness. It is
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what is expected: when you think of snow, you think of cold. In Makina’s case, coldness of
moving North after her experience with snow seems to come from nowhere, chilling to the bone
but not visible why. This cold also represents prehispanic myths into the underworld where the
further you descend the colder you get.
Flowing water imagery in immigrant narratives can be utilized to dehumanize immigrants
and extract labor, as well as provide its’ salvation. Privatization of water, isolation of access to
water, and “flows of migration” are consistent themes within many cultural objects. The narrative
of migration flows, a line which was initiated and perpetuated by hegemonic forces, emphasizes
the necessity of migrant labor as if it is water necessary to live.
Conclusion
“What theory did you use to stay warm at night? Can you teach me?”
- Alok Vaid-Menon
Migrants do not need their stories to be retold for them. Migrants do not need to have their
existences presented to nonmigrants in the most relatable way possible. They do not need
nonmigrants to validate their lives, primarily when the nonmigrants can collectively choose when
to pay attention. Especially when this public often refuses to acknowledge migrant humanity
without being spoon-fed an argument in the easiest way possible.
Compared to the subject matter of this project ((un)documented immigrants and their
migration experiences narratively and representationally), the work of this project seems trivial.
Analyzing so many cultural objects dealing with Mexican-Central American-United States
migration felt like an exercise in expanding access to nonmigrants to a world beyond their view.
This exercise reduced the excruciating weight these texts hold because these analyses try to make
it manageable for nonmigrant readers to empathize with. Some claims to expand representation
of immigrant experiences forcefully shut out by hegemonic forces naturalizes the gaze of white
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supremacy as the ultimate gaze to appeal to. A call to humanity on the part of the citizenry (where
citizens must first humanize migrants before overturning socio-politically constructed borders) is
a difficult and nearly fruitless tactic that allows nonmigrants to sit complicit in their privilege so
long as they believe immigrants are people too.
Studying immigrant narratives and producing an accessible analysis with cultural lessons
for general audiences severely undermines the nuance of immigrant experiences. To translate
these experiences in such a way that the nonimmigrant can relate to them naturalizes the
simplifying and silencing hegemonic forces. To construct some framework of understanding so
that a general audience can empathize to these glimpses of migration validates the existence of
borders and binaries, continuing to erase the diversity of immigrant stories outside of set
structures.
These cultural objects have such significance to the existence of marginality and hybridity,
yet in attempting to demonstrate this importance I feel as though I’m perpetuating the institutional
logic minimizing these voices. The work of analysis simplifies the complexity of individuals who
hold the identity of being marginal. In trying to make the point that each narrative of the marginal
is uniquely essential, it feels as though I have to condense the objects studied. These narratives
are only analyzed through limited means. Their nuance is lost by the imposition of structure, in
this case through the form of an English academic paper. In writing privileging an audience who
is most likely not directly impacted by this work and not addressing the needs of migrants outside
of the state, I feel as though I’m further perpetuating tactics of alienation.
Presenting the humanity of migrants to those who are not directly impacted by
immigration is complicated. On the one hand, appealing to audiences with privilege (like citizens
who do not have to worry about losing their access to mobility in the same ways as migrants) can
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potentially open opportunity to some migrants. It can begin the process of making visible the
injustices migrants face at the hands of hegemonic forces which largely remain unseen. However,
appealing to nonmigrants also creates a dangerous precedent. These calls to humanity can center
nonmigrants and display their complicity in perpetuating inequality without demanding their
involvement in holding the immigration system accountable.
Now, this does not mean that recognizing the contrasts of immigrant experiences in a
society that prizes citizenship is irrelevant. In fact, it actually means the exact opposite. It is so
important to distinguish the experiences which migrants face precisely because they are not
necessarily translatable. They are natural in the way society currently functions. The external and
internal borders constructed due to migrant presence cannot be separated from the institutional
imposition of illegality. Yes, the borders caused by political institutions and the consequences of
imposed illegality that people face must be exposed so everyone can interact and dismantle these
exploitive barriers. However, this does not need to come at the cost of debasing migrants’ lives
by simplifying their narratives and forcing their pain to be revealed. Instead, this exposure can
come from believing in the unseen, understanding systematic tactics of erasure, and consistently
battling them.
After all this, it seems as though there is no one answer to explain migrant narratives.
Rather, migrants should not need any justification for their presence, because the question of
justifying narratives reproduces the dehumanization migrants constantly face in a border-setting
society. Migrant perspectives in all their uniqueness are largely invisible by hegemonic forces
working to actively silence the exploited. Trying to justify marginal experiences of the world from
their perspective as if it is not normal puts unjust duty onto them; either the marginal are forced
to expose themselves (their pain and suffering) in ways which they may not want to be seen, or
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narratives are imposed on them by media, politicians, or business interests without their voices
having been taken into account. This world is normal in the sense that it is customary however
exploitive and unsettled it may be because this is how state and social institutions have shaped
society to treat the marginal.
These perspectives have often been distorted to privilege access to the powerful.
Immigration advocacy tropes seen in some forms of media and activism utilize the language of
the oppressor and normalize white supremacy to gain some advantages for the disenfranchised
segments of the migrant population (Lara et al, 22). Storytellers decide which characters, arcs,
and actions will elicit the greatest audience feedback, and in some cases, these narrative tools all
cater to white viewers rather than the subjects of migrant media. These contradictions can and will
exist simultaneously because cultural coherence is not something that occurs in a tidy fashion.
Nevertheless, migrant narratives should not be based on exercises of justifying migrant existence.
Humanity necessitates the hybridity of experience both seen and unseen. While certain cultural
objects are created with no clear action-oriented messages and serve mainly to elicit audience
sympathy and morals, challenging audiences with creative storytelling is what brings forth
critique and action. Exposing audiences to their complicity in these narratives provides
alternatives to complicity to overturn the social order constructed by hegemonic forces.
In order to prove these points, we must discuss the world migrants find themselves in. We
have to see how external factors normalize displacement and produce movement. We have to see
how individual agency, although not completely separated from external factors, drives migrants
to the places where they land. We have to understand how the languages utilized can form
(in)hospitable communities for people to enter into and surveil migrants. We have to accept that
the complicated experience of home for migrants is due largely to citizens complicity alongside
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exploitative hegemonic forces. Maybe once we can view all of this, we can see how disconcerting
many narratives are with their appeals to white supremacy, and perhaps we can truly empathize
with the marginal without necessitating justification.
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